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INTRODUCTION
 
The main subject of this book, the deserted medieval village of Mankby, was originally cho-
sen as a research subject because of its extraordinary level of preservation that offers a mi-
crohistoric glimpse into the life of medieval peasants and their environment.  Soon, how-
ever, it became obvious that the history of Mankby also generated questions that had to be 
answered on a larger scale. The settlement history of the coastal area in Southern Finland 
underwent major changes during the Middle Ages. The record of Iron Age sites in this area is 
extremely sparse, but by end of the medieval period, when the first written sources shed light 
on settlement in the region, small villages and hamlets had appeared in almost every loca-
tion that had arable land. The history of Mankby needed to be understood in the perspective 
of settlement history on a broad level. However, we lacked answers to questions of how the 
medieval settlement emerged and what the nature of the intangible Iron Age settlement that 
preceded the villages was.
 During the Middle Ages, the area of Finland was taken over by the realm of Sweden, a 
young emerging kingdom that at the time was expanding into neighbouring areas without 
official rule. The expansion of Swedish power in Finland is clearly visible in the 13th cen-
tury, and during the same period, the coastal areas of Finland were evidently colonised by 
Swedish settlers. According to Lindkvist, these two events are not necessarily linked to each 
other.1 The incitement to migrate might have emerged on an individual level rather than 
as the result of a state-building strategy. The process behind the colonisation is, however, 
poorly known. What we do know is that during the Middle Ages, predominantly Swedish 
place names were in use in the coastal region, reflecting a concentrated Swedish-speaking 
settlement in this area. Another open question in connection with the settlement history of 
the Swedish areas in coastal Finland is the interaction between the settlers and the settle-
ment groups that inhabited the area prior to colonisation. The Swedish and Finnish language 
groups coexisted close to each other during the Middle Ages, but what was the situation like 
when the settlers arrived? Traditionally it has been thought that the coastal areas were large-
ly uninhabited prior to the colonisation, but recent studies have provided strong evidence for 
questioning this interpretation. 
This chapter focuses on the medieval settlement history of the parish of Espoo, taking 
into account new results of studies on the area and opening up for a more diverse view on 
1  Lindkvist 2002: 46–49.
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the language and settlement history. The structure of land use is studied by means of the ret-
rospective analysis of tax sources and boundaries in order to define different chronological 
layers in the landscape. The aim is to use this material to identify zones and centrality that 
affected the landscape structure and everyday life in the medieval parish in a long-term per-
spective and to tie this to the settlement history and the colonisation process of the region.
REJECTING OR EMBRACING THE ENCOUNTER?
From a Culture-Historical Approach to Post-Colonialism
The theory of an uninhabited coastline in Iron Age Finland had its roots in the turn of the 
20th century and the then dominant culture-historical view of settlement history. People 
and cultures were seen as entities that came and went, and there was not much reflection on 
interaction and change during these migrations – or the problems of defining ethnic groups. 
During this period, a number of influential scholars debated the ethnicity of the prehistoric 
and early medieval settlement in Finland.2  By the 1930s, the debate had died down and a 
widely accepted view held that the coast was, with some exceptions, uninhabited at the end 
of the Iron Age and colonised by Swedish settlers by the 13th century.3 The theory was, how-
ever, consolidated as late as 1983, when C. F. Meinander wrote a well-cited article upon the 
matter. In this text, Meinander stated that when Swedish settlers colonised the coastal areas 
of both Finland and Estonia, these areas were uninhabited ‘virgin lands’.4 
To understand the research history of the Iron Age and the early Middle Ages in the 
coastal areas of Finland, one has to understand the political climate of the age when the 
research emerged. Throughout the 20th century, the prehistoric origin of the present popu-
lation had been an important symbol in the shaping of national identity in Finland. When 
Finland sought to gain independence from Russia by the turn of the 20th century, a prehis-
toric iconography inspired by archaeological finds and the national epos Kalevala became 
a well-used illustration for the process. Since Finland had never been an independent state, 
the visual image of the time prior to the inclusion in the Swedish realm became the main 
identity-shaping era upon which to build a vision of a nation.5 The archaeological settle-
ment theories of this era did not emerge in a vacuum – they were influenced by the political 
climate and the ongoing debates that craved answers to the questions on ethnos that were 
widely used to legitimise and organise contemporary society.6 Nevertheless, this influence 
was, and continues to be, profoundly denied in most academic papers on the matter.7 
In its beginning, the project to build a Finnish national identity was a matter of a quite 
small but influential group of intellectuals and artists drawn to the ideas of nationalism, and 
it was not so much the relationship between the Finnish-speaking majority and the Swedish-
speaking minority that was problematised as it was the relationship with Russia. Once 
Finland gained independence in 1917, and actual laws concerning the official languages of 
2  E.g. Appelgren 1897; Montelius 1898; Setälä 1900; Hackman 1917; the debate is discussed by Lena Huldén 
2002, for example.
3  Tallgren 1931.
4  Meinander 1983: 283.
5  Fewster 2006: 21.
6  Wickholm 2005; Tuovinen 2011.
7  E.g. Setälä 1900: 615; Meinander 1983: 243; Taavitsainen 2002: 104–105.
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the nation had to be established, the problematic relations between the two language groups 
surfaced.  Within the academic world this conflict was very tangible, since the deep-rooted 
role of Swedish as the educated language was questioned, a theme that concerned Finnish 
archaeologists and their international colleagues at the time.8 On a broader level in Finnish 
society, the tense relations culminated during the 1920s and 1930s in some aggressive con-
frontations, but on the legal level, a compromise was reached, and eventually, during the 
Second World War, the conflict declined. The conflicts of the early independence period 
did, however, leave tensions in the relationship between the language groups, and especially 
outside the academic world, there was polemic about indigenous rights to the land. 
Within the academic world, on the contrary, there was a need to find a national consen-
sus in the language conflict – and to officially denounce every connection to the politically 
biased debate on ethnicity in prehistory. For this purpose, a comprehensive archaeological 
explanation was needed, and Meinander’s viewpoints on the settlement history of Uusimaa 
as an empty space for settlers to arrive in worked well in this context. It was a view that did 
not take sides, it made the colonisation into an isolated phenomenon where the two lan-
guage groups did not meet and nobody’s indigenous rights were trodden upon.9 However, 
the lack of settlement on the coast was actually not the main focus of the text from 1983. 
Instead, the emphasis was on showing that no signs of explicitly Scandinavian Iron Age in-
habitation were detectable along the Finnish coast. 
Thus, Meinander’s text can be seen as a reaction to the discourse on ethnicity that from 
time to time has risen – and still rises today – in both popular and academic debate on the 
origin of the Swedish-speaking population in Finland.10 The fact that some people in the 
Swedish-speaking community in post-war times were keeping the language conflict alive by 
insisting – often with openly racist argumentation – that the Swedish population had pre-
historic roots had provoked Meinander in the 1950s.11 A certain amount of this annoyance 
is still tangible in Meinander’s text from 1983,12 where he shows, with sound archaeological 
evidence, that there is no archaeological evidence of Scandinavian settlement on the Finnish 
mainland. But when he claims that the area must have been empty because it would have 
been impossible for the Swedish settlers to colonise an area with an existing settlement with-
out conflict, his argument is not as well validated.13
Today, more than thirty years later, we have reason to believe that the coast of Uusimaa 
was used for permanent agricultural settlement from the period of AD 700–1000 onwards. 
This view is based on evidence from pollen analysis, mainly in the work of Teija Alenius.14 
The consequence of this shift in view is that we can no longer close our eyes to the encounter 
that must have taken place between two cultural groups at the beginning of the colonisation 
process. But is this actually a problem – or could this be an opening to understanding the 
settlement history in a more diverse way?
There has been a conspicuous absence of the subject of migrations and ethnicity within 
archaeology in the decades since the Second World War. The misuse of archaeological results 
8  Salminen 2014: 162–164.
9  Tuovinen 2011: 25.
10  See e.g. Strandén-Backa 2012: 198–199.
11  Edgren 2013: 187–200.
12  See Meinander 1983: 243.
13  Meinander 1983: 232.
14  Alenius 2011; Alenius et al. 2014.
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that took place during the early 20th 
century15 was, by the end of the 1970s 
and onwards, deconstructed in a massive 
critique by proponents of post-processual 
archaeology, showing that cultures were not 
entities with similar racial and linguistic ex-
pressions and experiences, and migration was 
no longer the sole explanation to why new inno-
vations were accepted in a culture. Still, the fact that 
people did migrate was denied in a way that needs to 
be revised.16 
In recent years, scholars have shown that focus-
ing on the cultural encounter between settlers and host 
groups has been a fruitful way to address the question of 
migration and colonisation in archaeology.17 In order to 
view migrations as meaningful historical events without 
forcing the ancient people into simplistic ethnic units, we 
must understand that people in the past had opportunities 
for agency, individual decisions, and multiple identities. In this 
view, a new complexity is recognised in the process that follows the migration – encounter-
ing and adapting to life in a new context for both groups.  This insight arrived into the ar-
chaeological sphere from postcolonial theory, and especially Homi K. Bhabha’s and Edvard 
Soja’s work on the concepts of Hybridity and Thirdspace has been influential.18 In contrast 
to culture-historical archaeology that sought the essential materiality of past cultures, post-
colonial archaeology recognises the elusiveness of culture and even embraces it by looking 
for the in-between, the Thirdspace, where the hybridisation of cultures takes place. The hy-
bridisation should not be seen as a mere mix of cultures; it represents something new and 
different that appears in the encounter.19 
15  Identified e.g. by Tallgren 1937: 160.
16  Anthony 2007: 17, 108; Naum 2008: 8–12, 22–24.
17  E.g. Fahlander 2007; Naum 2008; Ylimaunu et al. 2014.
18  Bhabha 1994; Soja 1996.
19  Fahlander 2007: 22.
Figure 3.1. The villages of medieval 
Espoo parish were evenly spread out 
on all the arable lands in the area. 
Finnish place names occur in the 
north whereas Swedish place 
names are located on the 
south side of the language 
border. The larger villages 
were during the mid-16th 
century concentrated to the 
river valley in the south or to 
the lake area in the north. (All maps: 
Ulrika Rosendahl and Maija Holappa.)
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Within linguistics, the simplistic assumption that ethnicity equals language has been 
criticised in the same way as the bond between ethnicity and material culture has been criti-
cised within archaeology. The assumption has been deconstructed in several ways, showing, 
for example, how multilingual communities can make use of different languages in different 
social contexts, or how language shifts have crossed cultural borders.20 This makes linguistic 
material interesting in analysing the past as a scene for intercultural encounters, and a good 
counterpart in the discussion with the archaeological material. 
Thus, recent research has shown that there are new openings to the history of medieval 
colonisation and settlement history. The process of studying settlement patterns of language 
groups involves a certain amount of dusting off old topics once dear to the culture-historical 
tradition. But there is no reason to sidestep these topics just to avoid confronting a difficult 
research history. On the contrary, dusty theories tend to live on as stereotypes if not ques-
tioned in the light of new research. 
THE ELUSIVE IRON AGE
The theory of an uninhabited coastline during the late Iron Age is today regarded as more 
and more untenable. Even though up to this day – 2015 – we have no definite record of Iron 
Age settlement in Espoo, this picture is rapidly changing. One of the reasons for this change 
is the increase in hobbyist metal detecting during recent years.21 Since 2012, the increasing 
number of Iron Age finds that has reached the Espoo City Museum up to this day is dis-
cussed by Anna Wessman in this volume. These finds convincingly show that there has been 
Iron Age activity in the area and that it has left behind typical grave-goods-type artefacts 
dating mainly to the late Iron Age. The pattern is the same in other parts of Uusimaa that 
were formerly regarded as uninhabited during this period. The settlement at the village site 
of Gubbacka in Vantaa, east of Espoo, is dated as beginning in the 6th century,22 and exten-
sive surveys and some excavations performed in coastal western Uusimaa have also revealed 
a growing number of late Iron Age finds.23
Pollen analyses also provide evidence for the presence of sedentary settlement practising 
agriculture in Uusimaa from the late Iron Age onwards. The studies of Teija Alenius show 
that in Hannusjärvi, in the southern part of Espoo, a change in the landscape takes place 
around AD 1000. At the same time as pollen of cultivated plants like rye, barley, and hops 
starts to occur in the material, there is a distinct increase in open landscape species like ju-
niper, nettle, and grass and a decrease in forest trees like spruce and birch.24 According to 
Alenius’ calibration and the revision of an older study by Kimmo Tolonen et al., samples 
from Lake Loojärvi-Lappböleträsket on the border of Espoo and Kirkkonummi, only 5 km 
from Mankby, show that a similar process takes place in this spot even earlier, around AD 
730 (Fig. 3.5).25
20  Saarikivi & Lavento 2012: 190–193.
21  Siltainsuu & Wessman 2014.
22  Koivisto 2011.
23  Haggrén 2011.
24  Alenius 2011: 105–107.
25  Tolonen et al. 1979: 15–16; Alenius 2011: 92–93.
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Alenius’ studies also show that the 
dating of Iron Age cultivation in Espoo 
fits quite seamlessly into the larger picture 
of cultivation history in southern Finland. 
Pollen samples collected from basins in west-
ern Uusimaa reflect an agrarian expansion 
around the end of the first millennium, but 
at some sites, sedimentary agriculture is detecta-
ble noticeably earlier, from AD 670 onwards. This 
result does not correlate with the assumed coloni-
sation of Uusimaa in the 13th century, an event that 
is not detectable as an expansion in the pollen materi-
al. Thus, the development of a fully agrarian landscape 
seems to have taken place before the colonists arrived.26 
In material from Lohja, Alenius has, however, detected 
an increase in harvested hay meadows from about 1245 
onwards, which is argued to indicate the adoption of the 
two-field crop rotation system,27 a sign of a more organised 
village structure in the area.
Despite the strong evidence of both pollen and artefacts, the continuing lack of Iron Age 
settlement sites in Espoo can rightfully be questioned, as the area is subject to heavy land use 
and active archaeological research. Metal detector finds show that a lack of research is one 
factor, and that more research and effective new prospecting and survey methods could pro-
vide new material. The elusiveness of the Iron Age sites is, however, probably linked to a bur-
ial tradition that is less conspicuous and thus harder to detect archaeologically in this area 
than in the central areas, such as Häme or western Finland. The research on the Iron Age in 
Finland has traditionally concentrated on graves and grave goods, not settlement, which has 
biased the results of the distribution of settlement sites. Even in the central Iron Age areas, 
the number of known sites is much smaller than the number of historically known medieval 
villages. This should not be regarded as a major increase in population during the Middle 
26  Alenius 2011: 112–114.
27  Alenius et al. 2014.
Figure 3.2. An analysis of the tax amount 
paid by the villages in mid-16th century 
reflects the size of earlier medieval set-
tlement. Large taxes were paid 
by the villages in the river valley, 
while the villages on the coast 
and in the lake area paid 
modest taxes.
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Ages, but rather as evidence for a burial rite that only included specific people of the Iron 
Age society, as shown by Sirkku Pihlman’s studies on the Iron age population in western 
Finland.28 
THE MEDIEVAL SETTLEMENT – ZONES AND CENTRALITY IN ESPOO PARISH 
The first systematic mention of the medieval villages of Espoo parish in preserved written 
sources is in the tax record of 1540. The cadastral parish, the geographical unit studied 
here, was not entirely identical to the church parish, and it is also different from the modern 
Espoo city area. The medieval cadastral parish of Espoo included the western parts of mod-
ern Kirkkonummi and the southern parts of modern Vihti, but excluded the eastern parts 
of modern Espoo. This study also includes the south-eastern parts of Kirkkonummi that 
according to a record from 1451 belonged to medieval Espoo. In the northern part of this 
area, the place names are Finnish, but on the southern side of the relatively sharp language 
border, the place name material is dominantly Swedish (Fig. 3.1).
All in all, this study includes 105 villages spread out on an area that reaches approximate-
ly 30 km from the southern coast to the northern inland border, and 15 km from the eastern 
to the western border.
The villages of Espoo consist of a total of 392 farmsteads, which gives an average of a lit-
tle more than three farmsteads per village. In other words, the villages are quite small and 
evenly spread out in all areas with arable land in the parish. The village size is, however, not 
equally divided; larger villages are concentrated in two areas, the river valleys and the lake 
area in the north. By the coast and in the zone between the river and the lake area, small 
hamlets or single farmsteads dominate. The comparison indicates that the areas with large 
settlement size – the lake area and the river valley – are central within the parish at the end 
of the Middle Ages. 
However, the tax records of the 16th century also show another dimension that can be 
used as a tool for retrospective analysis of the settlement. The amount of tax paid per vil-
lage was adjusted according to the size of the settlement and its resources, but seems to have 
stagnated to the level that was accurate when the taxes were established. According to Georg 
Haggrén, this happened at the end of the 14th century.29 Compared to the village size, the 
largest taxes were paid in the river valley, while the large villages in the lake area paid only 
taxes comparable to the small settlements on the coast. This implies that settlement size in 
the lake area had grown during the end of the Middle Ages, while the river valley had a con-
centration of large villages at this point (Fig. 3.2). 
In the tax records, the villages are grouped into units called (Sw.) bol, consisting of be-
tween 5 and 15 villages, hamlets, or single farms each. The number of villages depended on 
the amount of tax they paid. The bol division appears in a rare tax record from 1451,30 but the 
division is believed to be of an earlier date. In the document from 1451, the bol units are list-
ed, but not the individual villages of which they consisted. The medieval bol units of Espoo 
parish are all named after one of the villages in the bol; Palojärvibol, Esbobybol, Finnevik bol, 
28  Pihlman 2004: 88–89; see also Vuorinen 2009: 27; Wessman 2010: 13.
29  Haggrén 2008: 52.
30  FMU 2898.
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Öremerobol, Brendebergbol, Köklax bol, 
Bembölebol, Gumbölebol, Enä järvi bol, 
and the partial bol of Gräsa. This custom 
suggests that the villages that named the 
bol were central in the local community. 
If the bol villages are placed on a map 
(Fig. 3.3), their division shows some interesting 
features. Four of the ten bol villages are situated in 
the river valley and only two in the lake area, but as 
many as three are situated in the coastal area, even 
though this area seemed peripheral in the com-
parison of the data in the tax records from 1540. 
Where the bol villages in the river valley consisted of 
large units like Esboby with 12 farmsteads or Köklax 
with 9 farmsteads, the bol villages in the coastal zone 
have a much smaller number of farmsteads in 1540, 
when both Finno and Gräsa (Olarsby) have four farmsteads 
each. Örmero is perhaps the most surprising bol village. In 
the record of 1540, only one single farm (Dåvits) is situated in 
this location, and the amount of tax collected is the lowest in the whole parish (1/8 skatt-
mark). With the exception of the fact that Örmero is a bol village, nothing would imply that 
Örmero is central; on the contrary, it is situated in the outer part of the coast where the field 
resources are very limited. 
Gräsa, which gave its name to a partial (1/2) bol in the coast area, is also interesting. The 
only noble medieval manor in Espoo, Gräsa gård, is located in this village. The manor was, 
however, very small and had no subordinated farmsteads.31 The presence of the coastal set-
tlement in the list of bol villages and the noble status of Gräsa might imply that a change 
had taken place during the Middle Ages. The coastal settlements seem to have lost an earlier, 
more central position during the end of the Middle Ages, and the modest numbers of settle-
ment size and tax amounts seen in records from the 16th century might be a result of decline 
in wealth and settlement.
31  Anthoni 1962.
Figure 3.3. The villages of medieval Espoo 
parish were grouped into bol units, con-
sisting of 5–15 villages. The units were 
named after the main village in the bol. 
The distribution of these bol-villages 
reflect a centrality in the river 
valley, but more surprisingly, 
also in small settlements on 
the coast.
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An analysis of the geographical zones of the medieval settlement areas implies further-
more that land use on the coast and in the river valley were linked together. The borders 
of the coastal Örmerobol continued more or less seamlessly to the north as the borders of 
Brändebergbol in the river valley, and some of the villages (Bobäck, Vasparby, Vittkars) 
belonged to both bol units. A similar continuous border can be seen around the coastal 
Gräsabol and Bembölebol in the river valley, and in the case of Finnevik bol on the coast and 
Köklaxbol in the river valley.
As the bol units were compiled to serve the tax collection authorities, they did not en-
tirely reflect units that were meaningful in the community. To reach an understanding of 
how the villages cooperated, the bol borders can be compared to the skifteslag units, which 
consisted of the commonly owned outland and forest areas of several neighbouring villages. 
This is especially helpful in central Espoo, where the bol structure split up skifteslag and vil-
lage units in order to gain equally sized taxation amounts per bol. The borders of the skifte-
slag of Esboby, Mankby, and Träskby and those of Gumböle, Nupurböle, and Myntböle are 
also drawn as a continuous line north of Köklaxbol. Thus the river valley and the coast can 
be divided into three areas reaching from north to south (Fig. 3.4).
SETTLING IN – ORGANISING THE LANDSCAPE 
What do these traces of zones and centralities seen in the landscape analysis tell us about 
historical land use in the area? One obvious notion is that an older stratum of central areas 
of Espoo parish seems to concentrate in areas with a Swedish place-name record: the river 
valleys and the coast in the southern part of the parish. The settlement in the northern parts, 
with Finnish place names, seems to have become denser during the end of the medieval pe-
riod. This observation shows that the medieval settlement is not a fixed entity and that the 
colonisation of the area cannot be explained by simply assuming that the Finnish settlement 
just existed in an unchanging state before the Swedish colonists arrived. On the contrary, 
there seems to have been an internal settlement movement within the areas with Finnish 
place names, or fluctuations in the population that appear as an intensification of the settle-
ment in northern Espoo by the end of the Middle Ages. 
The centrality seen in the river valley area is another interesting feature. The fact that the 
area is attractive for a farming society is not surprising. The river valleys had good field and 
meadow areas that offered good prospects for agriculture. What makes the interpretation 
of the settlement a bit more intricate is the element of ethnicity and language that has to be 
discussed further in this context. The dating of the land use would be crucial in interpreting 
the settlement, but unfortunately it is not easy to reach an unambiguous dating. Looking at 
the written sources available, we only know that the area had been central as far into (pre)
history as we can see. Recently, however, archaeological evidence has shed some light on this 
issue. As mentioned earlier, during the period from 2012 to 2015, hobbyist metal detecting 
has generated Iron Age stray finds from Espoo that challenge the view that this area was un-
inhabited during the Iron Age. The locations of these finds are strongly concentrated in the 
river valley area, suggesting that the activity here has old roots. The nearest pollen analyses 
made in the river valley environment are the samples taken from the Loojärvi/Lappböle 
basin in Kirkkonummi, which suggest a date of AD 730 for permanent agriculture in the 
393 Rural Encounters in Medieval Espoo  |  MANKBY
area32 – a date that cannot in any way 
be linked to a Swedish colonisation in the 
13th century (Fig. 3.5).
In the coastal area of Espoo parish, a 
pollen analysis from Hannusjärvi dates the be-
ginning of sedentary agriculture to AD 1000.33 
Even though this date is younger than the one 
from Loojärvi/Lappböle, the two-hundred-year 
discrepancy between this date and the presumed 
dating of the Swedish colonisation is worth noting. 
In recent studies of other parts of western Uusimaa, the 
coastal region during the Iron Age and Early Medieval 
Period has been emphasised as an important zone of in-
teraction and activity, and the claim that the coast and 
the maritime environment were peripheral or uninhab-
ited has been questioned.34 
Based on his studies, Henrik Jansson suggests that sed-
entary agriculture in the archipelago emerged from internal 
colonisation when the use of fishing sites and other sporadic 
outland use intensified and became sedentary during periods of population pressure.35 A 
similar scenario could also apply to the Espoo area. The link between the river valley area 
and the coast, which was mentioned earlier (Fig. 3.4), would suggest an inland-outland re-
lationship between these topographical and ecological zones and their land use. This would 
require interpreting the boundaries between the historical villages and skifteslag areas as 
remains of ancient land use. In his studies, Seppo Suvanto has made this interpretation for 
the inland regions of Häme (Tavastland) and western Finland,36 so if the Espoo area is re-
garded as inhabited, the organisation of land use is very likely to have been regulated here 
too at this date.
32  Alenius 2011.
33  Alenius 2011.
34  Jansson 2011; Tuovinen 2011; Alenius 2011.
35  Jansson 2011: 146.
36  Suvanto 1972.
Figure 3.4. Zones of interaction. The joined 
borders between the bol areas in the river 
valley and on the coast imply that the land 
use of these areas had been linked at an 
earlier point.
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However, this early settlement does not correlate chronologically with the dominant 
Swedish place name material. Place name studies have shown that these settlement name 
types are medieval, often a combination of a Christian name and by/böle (Sw. village, 
hamlet). The area lacks references to pre-Christian places, like those found in mainland 
Sweden.37 Saulo Kepsu has, on the other hand, shown that a strata of Finnish place names 
exists in the record from Espoo, and reads this as the remains of an older settlement phase 
than the Swedish colonisation.38 The notion that Finnish place names appear in the domi-
nantly Swedish areas is not new, but formerly they have been explained as being connected 
to extended land use in the hunting grounds, fishing waters, or sporadically used slash-and-
burn areas of Häme Finns, since the meanings of these place names often refer to the natural 
environment, even if they are used as settlement names, such as the Swedish name Köklax 
(Fi. Kaukalaksi = ‘Long bay’). Kepsu’s studies have, however, shown that a closer look at the 
historical record of names of fields and meadows reveals the presence of the Finnish strata 
also in this material, which strongly implies the existence of a Finnish-speaking agricultural 
sedentary settlement in the area.
RECOGNISING THE ENCOUNTER
The notion that a Finnish population existed in the Espoo area prior to the Swedish colo-
nisation is an interesting idea as such, but these layers of population cannot be regarded as 
mere phases following each other. The settlement continued to change during the Middle 
Ages, and these processes of change were developments that included major cultural ex-
change and communication – not just static ethnic entities that moved around to different 
geographical locations.
When the Swedish villages emerged in the Espoo area, they did not appear in empty, un-
inhabited areas. On the contrary, both Swedish medieval and Finnish late Iron Age elements 
concentrate in the river valley. The empty, or less densely used, areas are mostly to be found 
in the northern areas, where Finnish villages appear and grow during the end of the Middle 
Ages – a useful reminder of the fact that it is not only the Swedish colonist settlement strate-
gy that shows mobility. Instead, the ability to move and change seems to be fundamental in 
early medieval society in the area. The coast of Espoo seems to have coexisted with the river 
valley – first as an outland source and from AD 1000 onwards as a sedentary settlement with 
permanent fields. The shared borders of the coast and river valley show common land use 
that can most probably be traced to the late Iron Age.
The notion that the centrality of the river valley appears prior to the Swedish colonisa-
tion and continues more or less seamlessly after it raises questions about what happened 
in the encounter between the settlers and the existing community. Instead of rejecting the 
encounter, as the culture-historical archaeologists did up to the 1980s, we can now view this 
encounter as an interesting insight into how people have interacted in the past. The inter-
action and communication that took place in the Espoo area is visible both in the linguistic 
material mentioned earlier and in the archaeological record. The encounter between the 
settlers seems to have led to a hybrid culture where the Swedish language eventually became 
37  Lars Huldén 2001; 2002.
38  Kepsu 2008.
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more dominant, but the Finnish lin-
guistic elements survived, implying a 
more merged and bilingual community 
than the traditional view of the colonisa-
tion process suggested. The linguist Lars 
Huldén suggests that the Finnish population 
of Ostrobothnia (western Finland) adopted the 
Swedish language after a primary Swedish medi-
eval colonisation, and it was this language change 
that made the Swedish language dominant, not the 
mere size of the colonising groups.39
Thinking about the colonisation as a process that in-
cludes communication, language change, and hybridisa-
tion helps us to understand its dynamics. The concept 
of hybridity is also helpful in analysing the find mate-
rial from the medieval villages in the area. The Slavic 
ceramics and the village cemeteries that appear in the 
archaeological record are examples of material expressions 
that make the Swedish villages in Espoo different to the vil-
lages on the Swedish mainland.40 The notion that the Swedish 
villages on the Finnish coast are the result of a mix of cultures, creating something new in 
the encounter, makes the characteristics of their material culture more understandable. 
It is also important to understand that the Finnish settlement strata that existed in 
the Espoo area prior to the colonisation did not represent a clearly defined ethnic group. 
According to place name studies and medieval written sources, the Espoo area was situ-
ated on the border of the ancient resource areas for the Häme tribes from inland Finland 
(Sw. Tavastland) and the western Finnish tribes from the central areas in Varsinais-Suomi 
(Sw. Egentliga Finland).41 The find material, however, shows that the stray finds from Espoo 
display both eastern and Baltic influences, which is seen in female dress ornaments from 
Karelia and Liv areas.42 
39  Lars Huldén 2002: 69; also Lars Hulden1987.
40 See Chapters 5 and 10.
41  Haggrén 2008: 37–39.
42 See Chapter 2.
Figure 3.5. Recent Iron Age finds concen-
trate to the river valley, where pollen anal-
ysis has shown traces of cultivation since 
AD 730. On the coast, pollen analysis 
shows clearing and cultivation from 
AD 1000 onwards (Alenius 
2011).
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In order to recognise the encounter and explain the interaction between groups, we 
must learn to think about historical languages in a more flexible and diverse way. Language 
groups mixed and communicated, and both language change and bilingualism must have 
occurred in this area. This could explain both the survival of Finnish place name strata in 
addition to the dominant Swedish place names and the emergence of the hybrid culture we 
see in the archaeological record. 
CONCLUSIONS
To sum up, it can be stated that the study of landscape use, place names, pollen analysis 
and archaeological finds have shed light on the settlement process during the Swedish col-
onisation of the Finnish coast, and in this case the Espoo area. It is clear that the theory of 
Swedish newcomers arriving at an empty ‘New land’ has to be revised, as the areas that are 
central to the Swedish medieval settlers were clearly central already much earlier. But just 
adding a static original Finnish settlement is not enough, since the settlement continued to 
change during the Middle Ages and the original settlement also shows signs of great vari-
ability. The different language groups in the area interacted and communicated, and both 
language change and bilingualism are plausible explanations for making this possible. The 
culture that emerged in the encounter between settlers and the original settlement shows a 
hybridity that can be seen in the archaeological record today. It was not a culture that was ei-
ther Swedish or Finnish, but rather something new, a culture that was specific for the Middle 
Ages in this area.
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